Is immunoreactivity for p53 useful in distinguishing benign from malignant effusions? Localization of p53 gene product in benign mesothelial and adenocarcinoma cells.
p53 protein is a "natural tumor suppressor" that plays an important role in controlling cell proliferation. Alterations resulting in overexpression of this gene product have been described in a wide variety of human malignancies. We utilize two commercially prepared monoclonal antibodies to assess the potential role of immunoreactivity for p53 protein in distinguishing benign mesothelial from adenocarcinoma cells in effusion smears. p53 protein was detected in adenocarcinoma cells in 78% of the malignant fluids studied. Benign mesothelial cells in 14% of these fluids and in 73% of the benign fluids also stained for p53. Differences in staining were observed with the Bp-53-12-1 and the 1801 antibodies. Intensity, intracellular distribution, and frequency of immunoreactivity within each cell population are described. Observations are discussed in relation to sensitivity and specificity of the monoclonal antibodies for different configurational forms of p53 protein, configurational modifications of p53 protein during the cell cycle, and diagnostic evaluation of effusion smears for the presence of malignant cells. Immunoreactivity for p53 does not correlate with site of primary tumor. Although overexpression of p53 is more frequent in adenocarcinoma cells than in reactive mesothelial cells, p53 protein overexpression is not necessarily indicative of malignancy.